Background {#Sec1}
==========

Quantifying the (causal) relationships between genes and observed phenotypic traits is a central task of empirical studies of adaptive evolution \[[@CR1], [@CR2]\] and of plant and animal breeding \[[@CR3]\]. The *animal model* \[[@CR4]--[@CR6]\] has become a popular statistical approach to disentangle genetic effects on a phenotype from other factors that may induce phenotypic similarities among relatives, such as shared environmental effects \[[@CR7]\], inbreeding \[[@CR8]\], or individual traits such as age or sex \[[@CR9], [@CR10]\]. Fundamental to the animal model is information on how animals are related to each other, information typically obtained from pedigree data \[[@CR11], [@CR12]\], from genomic data (e.g.\[[@CR13], [@CR14]\]), or a combination of both \[[@CR15]\]. Pedigrees are still the most commonly used source of relatedness information in animal models (e.g. \[[@CR16], [@CR17]\]), in part because the use of pedigrees leads to models that are computationally efficient.

All pedigrees necessarily start with a founder generation of individuals with unknown parents, so-called 'phantom parents' \[[@CR17]\]. The animal model assumes that all founder individuals stem from a single, genetically homogeneous baseline population, and that the model estimates additive genetic variance (denoted as $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\sigma _A^2$$\end{document}$) of the respective base population. When the homogeneity assumption is violated, for example in the presence of immigrants from another population or in crossbred livestock breeds, estimates of $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\sigma _A^2$$\end{document}$ may be biased \[[@CR18], [@CR19]\]. To address this problem, animal breeders developed animal models with genetic groups, briefly denoted as *genetic group models* (e.g. \[[@CR20]\]), and these are now also receiving attention in evolutionary ecology \[[@CR17], [@CR21], [@CR22]\]. The main idea behind genetic group models is that accounting for differences in mean breeding values may reduce or eliminate the bias \[[@CR17]\]. However, current genetic group models have an important key limitation: genetic groups are allowed to differ in mean breeding value, but are assumed to have the same additive genetic variance. This homogeneity assumption is violated in some animal breeding applications \[[@CR23]--[@CR25]\], and is likely also violated in many natural populations, where source populations of immigrants may differ in additive genetic variance, for example due to differences in effective population size (genetic drift) and selection regimes (e.g. \[[@CR26]--[@CR28]\]). In fact, different populations or ecotypes within the same species have been found to differ in their additive genetic (co)variances in plants (e.g. \[[@CR29]\]), invertebrates (e.g. \[[@CR30]\]), and vertebrates (e.g. \[[@CR31]\]). Because additive genetic variances determine the evolutionary potential of phenotypic traits \[[@CR1], [@CR32]\], and because of the fundamental importance of understanding the processes that shape additive genetic variances, as well as the consequences that selection will have on the rate and direction of evolution within and across populations, it is essential to be able to estimate the additive genetic variance of each baseline population in the presence of interbreeding genetic groups.

Aiming for better predictions of breeding values in crossbred populations, animal breeders have suggested approaches that account for heterogeneous additive genetic variances across genetic groups \[[@CR19], [@CR24], [@CR33]\]. One drawback of these models is that they rapidly become unfeasibly complex, because variability of the genetic values must now be split into components from the pure breeds *plus* components due to segregation terms when breeds are mixed, which requires that the respective segregation variance terms enter the model. Segregation variance refers to the increase in variance caused by differences in allele combinations, average allelic effects, and linkage disequilibrium at and between loci underlying the phenotype in the mixing breeds, as in $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$F_1$$\end{document}$ and $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$F_2$$\end{document}$ generations of line crosses \[[@CR34]--[@CR36]\]. The respective terms can be large in crossbreeding applications \[[@CR1], p. 11\]. However, as we explain in detail below, we expect the segregation variance from crossing different genetic groups in wild study populations to be small for many traits of interest, so that omitting it from the animal model does not lead to significant bias.

Thus, here we use the simplified models without segregation terms to derive genetic group models that allow for group-specific additive genetic variances. In order to properly consider each individual's genetic contribution to the actual population, we additively split the breeding value of each individual into group-specific components, similar to the approach suggested by García-Cortes and Toro \[[@CR33]\]. For each group, the components that stem from the same genetic group covary according to a group-specific relatedness matrix. The main challenge is to find these matrices. Instead of implementing a recursive procedure to calculate the inverse of the additive genetic covariance matrix \[[@CR23], [@CR33]\], we propose to derive group-specific relatedness matrices by first decomposing the full relatedness matrix (disregarding genetic groups) via a generalized Cholesky decomposition (as described by \[[@CR12]\]), and then appropriately scaling the respective matrix components for each group. This procedure has the advantage that we can use the same mathematical approach that Henderson and Quaas developed to decompose a single population's relationship matrix \[[@CR12], [@CR37]\]. Moreover, by incorporating multiple inverse relatedness matrices into a single mixed model, existing algorithms for the analysis of single populations can easily be extended to genetic group animal models with group-specific additive genetic variances.

In the following, we first summarize the current state of genetic group models and then give a detailed description of the extension to heterogeneous group-specific additive genetic variances. We illustrate the performance of our method with a simulation study and an application to a meta-population of house sparrows (*Passer domesticus*) in Norway, where genetic groups are determined by geographical properties of the bird's natal island population. By also fitting a model that includes a segregation term to the sparrow data, we illustrate that omitting segregation variances is unproblematic in such applications. We also provide a short tutorial including $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\mathsf {R}$$\end{document}$ code for the analysis, and discuss opportunities and limitations of our extended genetic group model.

Methods {#Sec2}
=======

The animal model for genetic groups with homogeneous variances {#Sec3}
--------------------------------------------------------------

The basic animal model for a phenotypic measurement $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$y_i$$\end{document}$ of an individual *i* ($\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$1\le i \le n$$\end{document}$) is$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\begin{aligned} y_i = \mu + a_i + e_i \ , \end{aligned}$$\end{document}$$with population mean $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\mu$$\end{document}$, environmental component $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$e_i \sim \mathsf {N}(0,\sigma _E^2)$$\end{document}$ with environmental variance $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\sigma _E^2$$\end{document}$, and breeding values distributed as $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
                \usepackage{amsmath}
                \usepackage{wasysym} 
                \usepackage{amsfonts} 
                \usepackage{amssymb} 
                \usepackage{amsbsy}
                \usepackage{mathrsfs}
                \usepackage{upgreek}
                \setlength{\oddsidemargin}{-69pt}
                \begin{document}$${\mathbf {a}}^\top = (a_1, \ldots , a_n)^\top \sim \mathsf {N}({\mathbf {0}},\sigma _A^2 {\mathbf {A}})$$\end{document}$ with additive genetic variance $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\sigma _A^2$$\end{document}$ and additive genetic relatedness matrix $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$${\mathbf {A}}$$\end{document}$ that represents the relatedness among individuals \[[@CR5], [@CR12]\]. Model ([1](#Equ1){ref-type=""}) is often extended by fixed effects (such as sex or age) and by additional random effects that account for permanent environmental conditions (see e.g. \[[@CR6]\]). In all cases, the underlying assumption is that all animals in the analysis derive from the same genetic population, and that the breeding values ($\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$a_i$$\end{document}$) encode for the deviation from the mean of this population and thus have a mean of zero.

As noted by animal breeders a long time ago, these assumptions are frequently violated, for example in crossbred populations from genetically differentiated breeds. In such cases it is necessary to allow for differences in mean breeding values among animals with different genetic origins \[[@CR18], [@CR20]\], as otherwise the prediction of breeding values or the estimates of the base populations' additive genetic variances are biased. Let us denote by a founder population a set of animals with unknown true parents, whose phantom parents comprise the base population, and assume that *r* base populations exist, where each of them corresponds to a different genetic group. When animals from different genetic groups mate, their genetic contributions are propagated through the pedigree following the Mendelian rules of inheritance. Offspring in later generations thus inherit different proportions of the genome from the genetic groups. Denote by $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$q_{ij}$$\end{document}$ the expected proportional contribution of base population *j* to the genome of individual *i*. The respective values can be calculated from the pedigree and are typically written into a matrix $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$${\mathbf {Q}}$$\end{document}$ with *n* rows (*n* = number of animals) and *r* columns, such that $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$q_{ij}$$\end{document}$ is the value in the *i*th row and *j*th column (see e.g. Fig. 3 in ref. \[[@CR17]\]). Following the notation from Wolak and Reid \[[@CR17]\], and denoting by $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$g_j$$\end{document}$ the average genetic effect in group *j*, the basic animal model ([1](#Equ1){ref-type=""}) can be extended to$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\begin{aligned} y_i = \mu + \sum _{j=1}^r q_{ij}g_j + a_i + e_i \ , \end{aligned}$$\end{document}$$where the total additive genetic effect of individual *i* is given as $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$u_i=\sum _{j=1}^r q_{ij}g_j + a_i$$\end{document}$, that is, the weighted sum of genetic group-mean effects, plus the breeding value $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$a_i$$\end{document}$ of the individual that accounts for deviations from the weighted group mean. Note that in model ([2](#Equ2){ref-type=""}) the $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$q_{ij}$$\end{document}$ values play the role of known covariate values (they must be derived from the pedigree before the model is fitted), and the group-specific means $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$g_j$$\end{document}$ are the parameters to be estimated. This model is over-parameterized because for each *i* the contributions from the *r* groups sum up to 1, that is, $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\sum _j q_{ij}=1$$\end{document}$. Similar to ANOVA models or when categorical variables are included in regression models, the parameters become identifiable when one group is set as reference group (e.g. assuming $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$g_1=0$$\end{document}$), or when additional constraints are added, such as $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\sum _j g_j=0$$\end{document}$.

Let us illustrate the idea for two genetic groups. When using the convenient constraint $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$g_1=0$$\end{document}$, phenotypes of animals that have ancestors either only from group 1 (i.e. $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$q_{i1}=1, q_{i2}=0$$\end{document}$) or only from group 2 (i.e. $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$q_{i1}=0, q_{i2}=1$$\end{document}$) can be described by the following models$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\begin{aligned} y_i&= \mu + a_i + e_i&\quad \text {for } i \text { in group 1},\\ y_i&= \mu + g_2 + a_i + e_i&\quad \text {for } i \text { in group 2}. \end{aligned}$$\end{document}$$Thus, members of genetic group 1 have a total additive genetic effect of $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$u_i = a_i$$\end{document}$ and members of genetic group 2 have $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$u_i = g_2 + a_i$$\end{document}$, where $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$g_2$$\end{document}$ estimates the difference between the mean breeding values of the groups. Therefore, the respective $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$u_i$$\end{document}$ values are distributed around an overall mean of 0 and $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$g_2$$\end{document}$, respectively, but with the same $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\sigma _A^2$$\end{document}$ and relatedness matrix $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$${\mathbf {A}}$$\end{document}$. Note that, while the main benefit of including group-specific means is that bias in the estimates of $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\sigma _A^2$$\end{document}$ is reduced, the estimated values (e.g. of $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$g_2$$\end{document}$) may sometimes be of interest themselves, as was pointed out previously \[[@CR17], [@CR22]\].

Genetic group models with heterogeneous additive genetic variances {#Sec4}
------------------------------------------------------------------

### Segregation variance for polygenic traits {#Sec5}

The key limitation of the genetic group model ([2](#Equ2){ref-type=""}) is that the base populations of all genetic groups are assumed to have the same additive genetic variance, and animal breeders have therefore suggested extensions that allow additive genetic variance to differ among groups, e.g. \[[@CR19], [@CR24], [@CR33]\]. However, these methods quickly become computationally demanding because the respective models include terms to account for the segregation variance between any two genetic groups, thus $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$g(g-1)/2$$\end{document}$ segregation variances in the presence of *g* genetic groups. The magnitude of these variances may be considerable in artificial breeding scenarios, for example when crossing genetically differentiated pure-bred lines (see e.g. \[[@CR35], Table 3\]), and if a trait is determined by one or only a few loci. To understand why, let us start by looking at a hypothetical trait that is determined by *m* loci. The segregation variance between two genetic groups (e.g. breeds) can be computed as:$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\begin{aligned} \sigma _S^2 =\frac{1}{2} \sum _{i=1}^m (\alpha _i^c)^2 \end{aligned},$$\end{document}$$\[[@CR1], equation 9.15\], where $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\alpha _i^c$$\end{document}$ denotes the mean additive genetic difference between the groups due to locus *i*. In an extreme example where only one locus determines a trait value, and where two populations or breeds differ in their mean breeding value by, say, $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\alpha ^c=1$$\end{document}$, the segregation variance expected in a cross between these breeds is then given as $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\sigma _S^2=1/2 \cdot 1 = 0.5$$\end{document}$. However, genome-wide association studies (GWAS) suggest that complex (continuous) traits are mostly polygenic, thus the additive genetic component is not determined by a single locus (e.g. \[[@CR38]--[@CR41]\]). In fact, it is a fundamental assumption of quantitative genetics that phenotypic traits are determined by many genes that each contribute a small effect to trait variation, known as the "infinitesimal model" \[[@CR42], [@CR43]\]. If, for example, 100 loci each contribute the same proportion of 1/100 to the overall group difference of 1 in the above example, the segregation variance reduces to$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\begin{aligned} \sigma _S^2 =\frac{1}{2}\cdot 100\cdot (1/100)^2 = 0.005 \ , \end{aligned}$$\end{document}$$which is exactly 1/100 of the segregational variance for a single-locus trait. Thus for any number of loci *m*, the segregation variance is 1 / *m* of what it would be for a single locus, given that each locus contributes the same proportion of the effect. Even when considering that the locus-specific effect sizes are typically heterogeneous, the most influential loci often only explain a small proportion of the phenotypic variance \[[@CR44]--[@CR46]\]. Consequently, the segregation variance $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\sigma _S^2$$\end{document}$ for complex continuous traits is expected to be small compared to the total phenotypic variance in many study systems \[[@CR36]\]. Thus, in the following extension of the animal model, we ignore the segregation variance, and illustrate in our application to the house sparrows that omitting it from the animal model is indeed not critical.

### Animal model for heterogeneous additive genetic variances {#Sec6}

To allow the animal model to account for potentially heterogeneous additive genetic variances of different base populations, we extend model ([2](#Equ2){ref-type=""}) that accounts for group-specific means $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$g_j$$\end{document}$ by splitting the breeding value $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
                \usepackage{amsmath}
                \usepackage{wasysym} 
                \usepackage{amsfonts} 
                \usepackage{amssymb} 
                \usepackage{amsbsy}
                \usepackage{mathrsfs}
                \usepackage{upgreek}
                \setlength{\oddsidemargin}{-69pt}
                \begin{document}$$a_i$$\end{document}$ of each individual *i* into group-specific contributions, similar to \[[@CR33]\], such that$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\begin{aligned} y_i&= {} \mu + \sum _{j=1}^r q_{ij}g_j + \sum _{j=1}^r a_{ij} + e_i, \end{aligned}$$\end{document}$$with $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$${\mathbf {a}}_j^\top = (a_{1j}, \ldots , a_{nj})^\top \sim \mathsf {N}({\mathbf {0}},\sigma _{A_j}^2 {\mathbf {A}}_j)$$\end{document}$ for all groups $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$j=1,\ldots , r$$\end{document}$, where $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\sigma _{A_j}^2$$\end{document}$ is the additive genetic variance in group *j*, and $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$${\mathbf {A}}_j$$\end{document}$ is a group-specific relatedness matrix. We denote $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$a_{ij}$$\end{document}$ as the *partial breeding value*, because it represents the contribution to the breeding value of individual *i* that is inherited from group *j*. Consequently, $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$${\mathbf {A}}_j$$\end{document}$ contains the relatedness at the genes that have come from that group for each pair of individuals. We assume that the contributions $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$a_{ij}$$\end{document}$ of the same individual *i* are independent of each other, because they differ in genetic origin. Importantly, while the proportion of founder genomes $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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### Group-specific relatedness matrices {#Sec7}

*Decomposition of the relatedness matrix* To understand how to specify the group-specific relatedness matrices $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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Let us illustrate these properties with an example that we adapted from Mrode \[[@CR47], Table 2.1\], starting without genetic groups. The pedigree is given in Fig. [1](#Fig1){ref-type="fig"}a, with a corresponding graphical representation of parent-offspring relations (Fig. [1](#Fig1){ref-type="fig"}b) and matrices $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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On the other hand, the diagonal entry $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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*T and D for genetic groups* In the presence of genetic groups, each phantom (i.e. unknown) parent of an observed animal is assigned to one of the groups, and expected proportions of individual's genomes that originate from the respective genetic groups can be calculated from the pedigree \[[@CR17], [@CR51]\]. For simplicity, we again consider the case with two groups, and denote by $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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Let us assume in the pedigree example of Fig. [1](#Fig1){ref-type="fig"} that the phantom parents of founder animals 1 and 2 belong to genetic group 1, and the phantom parents of animal 3 to genetic group 2. This leads to proportional contributions of each genetic group to the genomes of the descending individuals as given by the matrix $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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Let us illustrate the difference between the approximate method suggested in Eq. ([10](#Equ10){ref-type=""}) and the correct formula for $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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*Properties of group-specific relatedness matrices* Once the components $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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*Scaling the inverse relatedness matrix* In practice, it is usually the inverse relatedness matrix, not $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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Simulation {#Sec8}
==========

Generating data {#Sec9}
---------------

To illustrate the performance of genetic group models with group-specific additive genetic variances, we simulated data using the simGG() function from the $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\mathsf {R}$$\end{document}$ package nadiv \[[@CR54]\]. The function allows the generation of pedigrees and phenotypes for a focal population (group 1) that receives a specified number of immigrants from another population in each generation (group 2). Group-specific mean breeding values and additive genetic variances can be set by the user, and breeding values for the founder animals of both genetic groups are sampled from the respective distributions. Offspring breeding values are calculated from the parental mean, plus a Mendelian sampling deviation that depends on the additive genetic variance of the resident population, but there is no additional term that induces a segregation variance (for more details see \[[@CR54]\]). The simulation assumes random mating among individuals that currently live in the same population, thus offspring may inherit genetic components from both genetic groups due to immigration. The contributions $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
                \usepackage{amsmath}
                \usepackage{wasysym} 
                \usepackage{amsfonts} 
                \usepackage{amssymb} 
                \usepackage{amsbsy}
                \usepackage{mathrsfs}
                \usepackage{upgreek}
                \setlength{\oddsidemargin}{-69pt}
                \begin{document}$$q_{ij}$$\end{document}$ from group *j* for animal *i* were calculated with the ggcontrib() function from the nadiv package. For data generated with group-specific mean breeding values and additive genetic variances, the appropriate underlying model for the analysis is:$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
                \usepackage{amsmath}
                \usepackage{wasysym} 
                \usepackage{amsfonts} 
                \usepackage{amssymb} 
                \usepackage{amsbsy}
                \usepackage{mathrsfs}
                \usepackage{upgreek}
                \setlength{\oddsidemargin}{-69pt}
                \begin{document}$$\begin{aligned}&y_i = \mu + q_{i2}g_2 + a_{i1} + a_{i2} + e_i, \nonumber \\&{\mathbf {a}}_1^\top \sim \mathsf {N}({\mathbf {0}},\sigma _{A_1}^2 \mathbf {A_1}), \quad {\mathbf {a}}_2^\top \sim \mathsf {N}({\mathbf {0}},\sigma _{A_2}^2 \mathbf {A_2}), \nonumber \\&e_i \sim \mathsf {N}(0,\sigma _E^2), \end{aligned}$$\end{document}$$where we used the same notation as in Eq. ([4](#Equ4){ref-type=""}) and fixed the focal group mean $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\sigma _E^2=1$$\end{document}$. Each scenario encompassed 10 non-overlapping generations.

**Scenario 1** The carrying capacity of the population was set to 300 individuals. In each generation, 100 mating pairs were created by random sampling with replacement from the adults, and each pair contributed 4 offspring to the next generation. In addition, 30 immigrants were added to the focal population in each (except the first) generation. Finally, a subset of the offspring was randomly selected such that the population size always corresponded exactly to its carrying capacity.

**Scenario 2** This scenario was the same as scenario 1, except that only 5 (instead of 30) immigrants were allowed in each of the non-overlapping generations, so that animals of the immigrant group were rare.

**Scenario 3** In this scenario we used the same carrying capacity as above, 20 immigrants per generation, but we only allowed for 5 breeding pairs per generation that produced 60 offspring each. While this scenario has an immigration rate that lies between scenarios 1 and 2, the small number of breeding pairs induces higher inbreeding levels. This scenario is therefore suitable to illustrate the consequence of using approximation ([10](#Equ10){ref-type=""}) to scale the group-specific Mendelian sampling variance matrices $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$${\mathbf {D}}_j$$\end{document}$, because the approximation affects the scaling of parental inbreeding coefficients and is thus most relevant in the presence of inbreeding.

For each scenario, we generated 100 datasets, and each of them was analyzed with the genetic group animal model that accounted for heterogeneous additive genetic variances $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\sigma _{A_2}^2$$\end{document}$, as given in Eq. ([14](#Equ14){ref-type=""}). In addition, we compared the results to the outcome of the standard genetic groups model that allowed for different mean breeding values, but only a single (homogeneous) variance in both groups, given as:$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$d_{ii}^{(j)}$$\end{document}$ from Eq. ([10](#Equ10){ref-type=""}) are in comparison to the correct version given in Eq. ([11](#Equ11){ref-type=""}). The group-specific inbreeding coefficients present in the correct formula were calculated with the software GRain \[[@CR55]\] (details are given in Additional file [1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}). Correlation coefficients $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$d_{ii}^{(j)}$$\end{document}$ values from Eq. ([11](#Equ11){ref-type=""}) and the approximated values from formula ([10](#Equ10){ref-type=""}) were calculated, and all simulations were analyzed with both versions for comparison.

Following the recommendation by He and Hodges \[[@CR56]\], we stored posterior modes (and not posterior means) of the variance components in each iteration. All models were fitted with integrated nested Laplace approximations (INLA, version from June 20, 2017) using the $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\mathsf {R}$$\end{document}$ interface R-INLA, which provides a fast and accurate alternative to MCMC \[[@CR57]\], although it has so far only rarely been used for animal models (but see e.g. \[[@CR58], [@CR59]\]). All variance components were given penalized complexity (PC) priors \[[@CR60]\], which were suggested as robust alternatives to the popular but criticized gamma priors \[[@CR61]\]. The $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\mathsf {R}$$\end{document}$ code to generate and analyze data using integrated nested Laplace approximations (INLA) and MCMCglmm \[[@CR62]\] for the models used here can be found in Additional file [2](#MOESM2){ref-type="media"}.

Simulation results {#Sec10}
------------------

Estimates from model ([14](#Equ14){ref-type=""}) with correctly specified heterogeneous group variances were close to the variances used to generate the data in scenarios 1 and 3, while the model estimates in scenario 2 suffer from large uncertainty (Fig. [5](#Fig5){ref-type="fig"}, left). In particular the variance $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\sigma _{A_1}^2$$\end{document}$ (Fig. [5](#Fig5){ref-type="fig"}c). Thus, the results indicate that the genetic group model ([14](#Equ14){ref-type=""}) is able to isolate approximately correct group-specific additive genetic variances, but that some caution is required if representatives of a genetic group are rare in the dataset. When the data were analyzed with the genetic group model ([15](#Equ15){ref-type=""}) that included a single variance $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\sigma _{A_1}^2$$\end{document}$. This is as expected, and illustrates that genetic group models with a single, homogeneous variance will estimate a value in between the true group-specific additive genetic variances, with a tendency towards the variance of the more numerous group. These patterns were qualitatively similar when the additive genetic variances of the immigrant and resident population were switched, such that residents had larger additive genetic variance than immigrants (results not shown).Fig. 5Results from 100 iterations for simulation scenarios 1--3. The boxplots represent the distributions of estimated variances (posterior modes) from a model with genetic groups and heterogeneous additive genetic variances $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$${\mathbf {D}}_j$$\end{document}$ matrices led to distributions of estimated variances that are indistinguishable from the results when the approximations were used (see Additional file [1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}: Figures S1 and S2 ).

Application: house sparrow data {#Sec11}
===============================

Study population {#Sec12}
----------------

As a proof of concept, we applied our method to empirical data from a long-term study of an insular house sparrow meta-population off the Helgeland coast in northern Norway. The study has been running continuously since 1993, and is used as a model system to examine ecological and evolutionary processes in fragmented vertebrate populations, e.g. \[[@CR63]--[@CR65]\]. The islands in the meta-population differ in characteristics related to environmental conditions, habitat type and population size, with considerably larger and more stable populations on the five islands that are located closer to the mainland (denoted as *inner* islands) compared to the three islands located further away (denoted as *outer* islands). The ten remaining islands are summarized as *other* islands (see in Additional file [1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}: Figure S4 for an overview of the island system).

Small blood samples were collected from all captured birds on the eight inner and outer islands to provide DNA for single nucleotide polymorphism (SNP) genotyping on a 200K SNP array, see \[[@CR41]\]. Only successfully genotyped birds that were also measured for body mass and/or wing length were included in our animal model analyses. For inner and other islands, the dataset included phenotypic measurements taken during the breeding seasons since 1993 and 1995, respectively. Due to strong population bottlenecks on the outer islands in 2000 \[[@CR65]\], only measurements taken since 2002 were used for the populations in the outer group. Details on how morphological measurements of wing length and body mass were obtained on adult birds are given by e.g. \[[@CR63], [@CR66]\].

Parentage analyses for the eight island populations in this study were carried out with the $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
                \usepackage{amsmath}
                \usepackage{wasysym} 
                \usepackage{amsfonts} 
                \usepackage{amssymb} 
                \usepackage{amsbsy}
                \usepackage{mathrsfs}
                \usepackage{upgreek}
                \setlength{\oddsidemargin}{-69pt}
                \begin{document}$$\mathsf {R}$$\end{document}$ package SEQUOIA \[[@CR67]\]. Briefly, SNP genotype data of all adults recorded as present on any of the eight inner or outer islands during the years 1998-2013 (the inner group) or 2003-2013 (the outer group) were used in the parentage analyses. This resulted in a "meta-population pedigree" ($\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$N = 3116$$\end{document}$) spanning up to 14 generations (Niskanen et al., personal communication), where both parents were known for 52.7%, one parent was known for 25.0%, and no parent was known for 22.3% of the individuals. Since SEQUOIA introduces *dummy parents* to preserve known relationships, e.g. sibling relationships, even when parents are not genotyped, a higher percentage of individuals had "known" parentages (81.0%, 5.5% and 13.5% with two, one or no parents known, respectively).

The genetic group analysis that we carry out here requires that each unknown (i.e. phantom) parent must be assigned to one of the base populations, that is, we must attribute phantom parents to the *inner*, *outer* or *other* island group to determine their genetic origin. This was done here by first identifying the natal (hatch) island of all individuals, either from ecological data or, if unavailable, by using genetic assignment procedures based on the SNP genotype data (Saatoglu et al., personal communication). Of all individuals in our dataset, 2012, 640, and 93 individuals were assigned to a natal island in the inner, outer and other group, respectively. This information was then used to assign phantom parents to the genetic group to which the hatch island of the respective individual belonged. As an example, if an individual with phantom parents is known to be born on one of the inner islands, the respective phantom parents were assumed to belong to the base population of the inner island group, and so on. The relatively high connectivity of the local pedigrees on the islands, with a total of 22.5% migrants between islands, and 8.9% migrants between the island groups (i.e. between inner, outer and other islands, Saatoglu et al., personal communication), helps minimizing bias due to common environment effects in our analyses. Finally, because inbreeding depression is known to occur in our study system \[[@CR68]\], we accounted for any inbreeding effects on body mass and wing length by including each individual's genomic inbreeding coefficient $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$F_{\text {GRM}}$$\end{document}$ \[[@CR8], [@CR69]\] as a covariate in all models fitted here.

Analysis of wing length and body mass {#Sec13}
-------------------------------------

With all phantom parents assigned to one of the genetic groups (*inner*, *outer*, *other*), each individual *i* obtained expected proportions of genetic origin $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$q_{ij}$$\end{document}$ from the three groups *j* by propagating the founder individual's genome through the pedigree using the ggcontrib() function. Note that the different groups are very unequal in sample size, which can be seen from the summation of genetic proportions over all animals within a group *j*, that is, $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$n_j = \sum _i q_{ij}$$\end{document}$, which corresponds to equivalents of full animal genomes (Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}). This is not surprising given the smaller population sizes \[[@CR65]\], lower recapture rates \[[@CR70]\], and shorter time-series for populations in the outer island group, and considering that there were no systematic genotyping efforts on the other islands. Thus, we only see genomes from the other islands if they were introduced via immigration events to one of the inner or outer islands.

For the two traits investigated here, mass (in g) and wing length (in mm), we fitted separate models that accounted for sex (0 = males, 1 = females), inbreeding ($\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$${\mathbf {X}}$$\end{document}$. Furthermore, current island of residence where the measurement was taken (*island*), hatch year (*year*), animal (*id*) and an independent residual term (*e*) were included as random factors. An individual *i* was included in the model if it had at least one recorded observation *k* of the respective trait. The model with group-specific mean and variances of the breeding values is thus given as:$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$g_3$$\end{document}$ reflect differences in group means with respect to the inner populations. The components $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$${\mathbf {A}}_3$$\end{document}$ that were calculated as explained in the Methods section.

The results from fitting model ([16](#Equ16){ref-type=""}) were compared to the standard genetic group model that only accounts for differences in group means, but with homogeneous $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\mathsf {N}(0,10^4)$$\end{document}$ priors. Interestingly, the results indicate that the outer group has a somewhat larger estimated additive genetic variance than the inner group for both traits (Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}), although the respective 95% credible intervals (CI) are large and overlap. We therefore also calculated the posterior distribution of the differences between these variances by relying on an R-INLA specific function inla.hyperpar.sample() that allows to efficiently draw a large number of samples from the joint posterior distribution of a model. For body mass, the difference $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$- 1.50$$\end{document}$ to 0.27 (the full distributions of the differences are given in Additional file [1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}: Figure S5 ). Thus, there is some weak indication that the additive genetic variances for wing length and body mass might actually differ between the two island groups.

While it is not possible to draw strong conclusions about group-specific differences in the additive genetic variances from the data at hand, the results could still indicate that animals living on distinct island groups differ in the level of variation in the genes that affect some phenotypic traits, e.g. due to different allele frequencies. Although additional shared environmental effects might also be confounded with estimates of group-specific additive genetic variances \[[@CR7]\], dispersal among local sparrow populations helps minimizing (yet cannot fully eliminate) such problems. In both cases, the additive genetic variance estimates from the homogeneous model are rather close to the estimates for the inner base population, which is expected because the latter is by far the largest genetic group. For comparison, we also calculated the observed phenotypic variance $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$g_2$$\end{document}$ indicate that animals on the outer islands have, on average, a lower additive genetic value, although the evidence is weak in the case of wing length (Table [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"}). The direction of these effects is in agreement with earlier findings regarding the phenotype of the birds, which indicate that individuals on the outer islands are lighter and have shorter wings than individuals on the inner islands \[[@CR71], [@CR72]\]. The residual variance estimates are not of primary interest, and they are all very similar between the models with heterogeneous and homogeneous additive genetic variances. The respective results are therefore given in Additional file [1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}: Table S3 .

All results presented here involved the approximate approach from formula ([10](#Equ10){ref-type=""}) to scale the group-specific $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$${\mathbf {D}}_j$$\end{document}$ matrices. To illustrate that this approximation is unproblematic, we repeated all calculations with the correct versions as given in Eq. ([11](#Equ11){ref-type=""}), which again involved the gene dropping method provided by the GRain program. Details are given in Additional file [1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}, and all results remain essentially unchanged (see in Additional file [1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}: Figure S3 and Tables S1 and S2). Finally, it is worth reiterating that model ([16](#Equ16){ref-type=""}) does not account for the three segregation variances that would occur between any pair of groups, because these are expected to be negligibly small, but also because estimating these three additional variances would impose unrealistic requirements on these data. To illustrate that ignoring segregation variances is not critical, we also fitted a model with a segregation term for the sparrow example with only two genetic groups (inner and outer). Details on how to estimate segregation variances are given in Additional file [1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}. Importantly, Table S4 confirms that the segregation term between these two groups is indeed very small (with posterior modes $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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We have introduced an extension of the animal model that allows for unequal additive genetic variances in the presence of multiple interbreeding genetic groups. Our method decomposes the breeding value $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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We have assumed that segregation variances are often negligible for polygenic traits. How often will this assumption hold? The segregation variance from formula ([3](#Equ3){ref-type=""}) approximates zero whenever the *infinitesimal model*, which underlies the animal model and which posits that traits are determined by a large number of genes with small effects, holds approximately. This is likely the case for many polygenic, complex traits \[[@CR74]\]. Our estimates of the segregation variance in the empirical house sparrow dataset support the view that segregation variance may often be negligible. This result is mirrored in GWAS of the genetic architectures of body mass, wing length and other morphological traits in house sparrows and other passerines, which revealed a polygenic basis, where any significant genomic region explains only a very small proportion of the phenotypic variance \[[@CR40], [@CR41]\]. Taken together, these results suggest that segregation variances can often be neglected in genetic group models, provided the traits of interest are truly very polygenic. When focal traits have a genetic architecture with only few causal genes with a large effect, omitting the segregational variance may however introduce a non-negligible bias in the estimated additive genetic variances. In such a case, it is still possible to formulate a model that accounts for segregation variances, as explained in Additional file [1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}, although such models may quickly impose unrealistic demands on the data.

Estimating and disentangling individual variance components is generally known to be difficult, and it is particularly challenging for genetic group models with group-specific additive genetic variances. The problem is that the group-specific covariance matrices $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$${\mathbf {A}}_j$$\end{document}$ are the sole sources of information for the discrimination of the variance components, yet these matrices may be similar in the presence of many animals with mixed group ancestry. The results from the house sparrow example in Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"} illustrate that group-specific variance estimates suffer from larger uncertainty than a single homogeneous variance, especially when group sizes are relatively small, as is the case for the *outer* and *other* groups. On the other hand, computation remains feasible thanks to the small size of the groups and the total size of the pedigree. We thus face an intrinsic trade-off of many estimation procedures, where more data are needed to fit more complex models reliably, but the latter may in turn become computationally prohibitive.

An obvious "objective" way to decide whether extending the animal model to heterogeneous additive genetic variances is needed might be via the use of information criteria, such as the deviance information criterion for Bayesian models \[[@CR75]\]. However, we do not recommend to rely on the DIC (for some DIC criticism see e.g. \[[@CR76]\]), nor on any other "automatic" way to do model selection. A particular difficulty with model selection in our context is that the heterogeneous and homogeneous models are *linearly equivalent* \[[@CR77]\], that is, both models lead to the same marginal model and therefore to the same log-likelihood. Consequently, it is not possible to distinguish between model fits in a likelihood framework (e.g. using an AIC criterion), and differences in DIC may simply stem from the estimation of the effective number of parameters, which depends on the priors. Therefore, the decision to model heterogeneous additive genetic variances should be based on biological knowledge, and in particular when interest explicitly centers around group-specific variances. Posteriors of the differences among additive genetic variances, which we have calculated for the sparrow application, may inform about the biological relevance of these differences.

The reason why additive genetic variances of the sparrows' body mass and wing length tend to be larger for the outer group compared to those for the inner group is not directly obvious, but assuming the pattern is real, one can speculate whether some kind of interaction between genetic drift and dispersal is involved. Low effective population size ($\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$N_e$$\end{document}$ than populations in the inner group \[[@CR65]\], the outer populations could be expected to have a smaller additive genetic variance than the inner populations. However, two processes may have counteracted this loss of additive genetic variance due to genetic drift. First, the population bottlenecks and subsequent inbreeding that occurred on the outer islands around 2000 may actually have increased additive genetic variance \[[@CR79]\] in the outer compared to the inner populations. And second, because the outer populations experience higher dispersal rates than the inner populations, outer populations consist of a larger proportion of immigrants from the inner populations than vice versa (\[[@CR64]\] and Saatoglu et al., personal communication), and dispersal among populations may increase additive genetic variance in the direction of divergence \[[@CR80]\], this could have resulted in a tendency for larger additive genetic variance in the outer group compared to the inner group. However, further studies are needed to tease apart these alternative explanations.

A general limitation of genetic group models is that parent-offspring relations are needed to propagate genetic contributions from founder individuals through the pedigree to determine $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$${\mathbf {Q}}$$\end{document}$. Despite the optimism of letting genomic relatedness matrices take over for pedigrees \[[@CR14]\], these alone are unfortunately not sufficient to fit genetic group models. A combination of genomic and pedigree information, the latter possibly inferred from genetic data \[[@CR67], [@CR81]\], may however provide a powerful basis to overcome this limitation. In addition, genomic data can provide valuable information about the ancestry of founder individuals, and enable (proportional) genetic assignment of these individuals to different genetic groups, e.g. \[[@CR82], [@CR83]\].

Conclusions {#Sec15}
===========

The proposed extension of genetic group models will be useful for any study population that is structured into subpopulations, given that sufficient information on dispersal or crossbreeding events is available. In particular, the fact that group-specific additive genetic variances can be estimated for subpopulations that are not completely isolated might also be useful when interest centers around the dependency of additive genetic variance on the effective population size, a relation that is of pivotal interest in evolutionary and conservation biology. Finally, the method may provide a starting point to assess temporal or spatial variation of additive genetic variance, for example by defining populations at certain time points as base populations.
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